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Summary 

The U.N. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women calls for Parties to eliminate discrimination against women in all 
areas of life, including healthcare, education, employment, domestic relations, law, 
commercial transactions, and political participation. As of February 15, 2008, the 
Convention was ratified or acceded to by 185 countries. 

President Jimmy Carter submitted the Convention to the Senate in 1980. The 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee held hearings on the Convention in 1988, 1990, 
1994, and 2002, but the treaty was never considered for ratification by the full 
Senate. The George W. Bush Administration began conducting a full legal and 
policy review of the Convention in 2002. On February 7, 2007, the Administration 
transmitted a letter to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee stating that it does not 
support Senate action on the treaty at this time. 

U.S. ratification of CEDAW is a contentious policy issue that has generated 
considerable debate in Congress and among the general public. Supporters of U.S. 
ratification contend that the Convention is a valuable mechanism for fighting 
women’s discrimination worldwide. They argue that U.S. ratification of the treaty 
will give the Convention additional legitimacy, and that it will further empower 
women who fight discrimination in other countries. Opponents of ratification 
contend that the Convention is not the best or most efficient way to eliminate 
discrimination against women. They believe ratification will undermine U.S. 
sovereignty and impact U.S. social policy related to family planning and abortion. 

This report provides background on CEDAW developments, including U.S. 
policy and congressional actions, and considers arguments for and against 
ratification. It will be updated as events warrant. 
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CEDAW Background and Structure 

Current Status 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW or the Convention) is the only comprehensive international U.N. 
treaty that specifically focuses on the rights of women. 1 Currently, the Convention 
has been ratified or acceded to by 185 countries. Some States Parties 2 have filed 
reservations with sections of the Convention that do not align with their existing 
religious or national laws, and in some cases countries have objected to the 
reservations of other countries. 3 The United States is the only country to have signed 
but not ratified the Convention. 4 

Mandate 

The Convention requires States Parties to work towards eliminating 
discrimination against women in all areas of life. This includes equality in legal 
status, political participation, employment, education, healthcare, and the family 
structure. 5 Article 2 of the Convention specifies that States Parties should undertake 



1 Women’s rights and the equality of the sexes are addressed in general terms in the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights, and the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, among 
others. 

2 See Table 1 for a full list of countries that are States Parties to the Convention and its 
Optional Protocol. The term “States Parties” refers to countries that have ratified or acceded 
to the Convention. 

3 Article 28 of the Convention states that reservations can be filed as long as they are 
compatible with the “object and purpose” of the Convention. A full list of reservations by 
country can be found at [http://www2.ohchr.Org/english/bodies/ratification/8.htm# 
declarations], 

4 The Convention has been adopted by several U.S. state and local governments, including 
the California and Connecticut Senate, and the House of Representatives in Hawaii, South 
Dakota, and Illinois, among others. As of November 2005, the Convention has also been 
adopted by 18 counties and 44 cities. 

5 Drawn from “The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
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